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Abstract 
Public perceptions regarding the AMBER Alert system are likely influenced by official 
statements made to the American people through various forms of media (Kappeler & 
Potter, 2005). However, what the public hears arguably represents a narrow view of the 
child abduction phenomena and its prospective solutions. To date, there has been no 
attempt to critically and systematically examine the language and rhetoric used in state 
website portrayals of AMBER Alert. This thesis is an attempt to address the existing 
research deficit though an exploratory content analysis of states’ official AMBER Alert 
websites. Emphasizing an examination of various messages being sent to the public 
regarding the concern of missing children specifically, a total of seven themes were 
coded from all 50 state websites. While most websites contained the highly specific 
AMBER Alert issuing criteria as set forth by the federal government (n=45), only half 
contained information or links about current alerts in their state (n=25). More 
importantly, these websites expressed optimistic assurances rather than explicitly 
cautionary notes about AMBER Alerts’ limits, a serious oversight that needs to be 
investigated. 
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Criminal justice policies in the United States tend to err on the side of fear rather 
than facts. Thus, a substantial gap exists between public perception and truth in relation 
to crime control policies (Kappeler & Potter, 2005). This has been especially true with 
respect to crimes against children. From the earliest stages of the child abduction 
“epidemic” in the 1980s, memorial crime legislation1 has often derived from highly 
publicized cases which rouse the emotions of average Americans to the point where one 
can hardly hear the words “child abduction” without immediately picturing a predatory 
stranger (Best, 1987; Hammond, Miller & Griffin, 2010; Kappeler & Potter, 2005; 
Zgoba, 2004). Yet a paradox remains, as strangers account for a mere 11% of violent 
crimes committed against children in the United States (NCJRS, 2000), and most of those 
crimes do not involve stranger abductions of very young children (Finkelhor, Hotaling & 
Sedlak, 1992).  
Nonetheless, the American public demanded action, and in 1984, the National 
Center for Missing and Exploited Children (NCMEC) was created (Best, 1987; Kappeler 
& Potter, 2005; National Center for Missing & Exploited Children, 2014), and was 
followed by numerous other child protection measures, such as the Jacob Wetterling Act 
and Meagan’s Law to improve the monitoring of sex offenders (Griffin & Miller, 2008). 
Children are regarded as a vulnerable population in need of protection, and the United 
States has gone to great lengths in an attempt to curtail violence against children with the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1	  Memorial crime legislation is often quickly enacted in response to the brutal deaths of small children 
(Griffin & Miller, 2008). Notable examples include the “three-strikes” law for Polly Klaas, or “Megan’s 
Law” for Megan Kanka (Griffin & Miller, 2008).	  
2 An example: If a police officer witnesses the abduction of a child (or any person), that police officer can 
immediately and expeditiously intervene in the situation; however, this hypothetical situation almost never 
occurs, a consideration often absent from criticisms of police response and/or Alert issuance time. 
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creation of NCMEC and other ambitious measures, including the AMBER Alert 
program.  
However, the AMBER Alert program in particular might be problematic, as it 
potentially focuses law enforcement resources and social attention on the tragic but rare 
instances of the “most serious child abduction cases,” (USDOJ, n.d.) and away from the 
real problems affecting children on a daily basis, such as family violence, hunger, and 
homelessness. This subtle prioritization could encourage the public to focus on the issue 
of child abduction at the expense of many other important safety concerns regarding 
children (Kappeler & Potter, 2005; Palusci & Covington, 2014; Wood, 2005). Because of 
this potential downside, there needs be a critical examination of the specific language 
used on available websites, as these official portrayals likely influence public attitudes 
concerning child abductions and threats to children’s safety in general. Public perception 
of crime and crime policy issues is susceptible to media reporting and official 
constructions (Kappeler & Potter, 2005). Thus, if Americans are consistently told they 
can rely on the AMBER Alert system, it stands to reason they will largely accept claims 
about its effectiveness.  
To date, no research has systematically documented the nature of the language 
used in AMBER Alert websites. In short, it is quite possible that aggrandized claims of 
the system's abilities are prevalent, while any cautioning against unrealistic expectations 
is nearly absent, but no scholarly evidence exists to verify that generalization. The 
manner in which official information concerning AMBER Alert is disseminated to the 
American people ostensibly impacts not only their beliefs about its effectiveness, but 
their willingness to participate in the search for missing children as well. Because the 
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United States government “…is arguably the largest information provider in the world” 
(Eschenfelder, Beachboard, McClure & Wyman, 1997, p. 173) and because websites 
have the power to shape how individuals interact with each other and with society in 
general (Riva & Galimberti, 2001), it is quite necessary to examine the information being 
presented to American citizens on AMBER Alert websites. This thesis represents an 
attempt to help address that current gap in research by providing an exploratory analysis 
of the language used in official portrayals of the AMBER Alert system on state websites. 
AMBER Alert 
 One instance of symbolic crime control ostensibly used to protect children is the 
AMBER America’s Missing: Broadcast Emergency Response) Alert program. The 
program was created in memory of Amber Hagerman, a 9-year-old from Arlington, 
Texas who was abducted and murdered by an unknown perpetrator in 1996 (USDOJ, 
n.d.). AMBER Alert is implemented through the existing infrastructure used to issue 
severe weather and traffic warnings around the United States (USDOJ, n.d.). According 
to the NCMEC, “As of March 2015, 745 children have been successfully recovered as a 
result of the program” (2015). Furthermore, the U.S. Department of Justice claims that 
90% of these children were saved since the creation of a National AMBER Alert 
coordinator position in 2002 (USDOJ, n.d.). 
 Despite these apparently encouraging claims regarding AMBER Alert’s 
effectiveness, the little available research to date suggests several troublesome realities 
regarding the system’s ability to rescue children from life-threatening abductions (Griffin 
et al., 2007). First of all, when children are murdered by an abductor, it is usually within 
the first three hours of the abduction (Hanfland et al., 1997) ―what has been called the 
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“critical window” in the literature (Griffin et al., 2007; Hanfland et al., 1997). This is 
problematic for successful intervention because most missing child reports are not filed 
until two or more hours have passed from the time anyone realizes the child is missing 
(Hanfland et al., 1997). These two facts suggest successful recovery of a child in 
imminent danger is largely dependent on the intentions and nature of the abductor, since 
how quickly parents and law enforcement officials are able to respond to the situation is 
inevitably constrained.2 
 Second, AMBER Alerts are least likely to be successful in cases where the 
abductor’s (apparent) intent is to harm or kill the child (Griffin, 2010; Griffin et al., 2007; 
Griffin, Williams, Wooldredge, & Miller, in press). The program contains very strict 
guidelines for issuing an Alert, yet recent data confirms that Alerts are most likely to be 
issued for cases involving familial abductors (Griffin et al., 2007; Griffin et al., in press). 
Thus, rigid adherence to the guidelines could cause overall “success” levels to drop 
significantly, since familial abductions are not the program’s intended target (Griffin et 
al., 2007). In other words, if only those “successful” cases which included a stranger 
abducting the child were recorded, rather than including familial abductions in the final 
“success” count, the official number of children rescued annually would be much lower 
(Griffin et al., in press). 
 One such recent example of a “successful” AMBER Alert issued for a familial 
abduction can highlight this issue. In May of 2013, non-custodial father Jon. T. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 An example: If a police officer witnesses the abduction of a child (or any person), that police officer can 
immediately and expeditiously intervene in the situation; however, this hypothetical situation almost never 
occurs, a consideration often absent from criticisms of police response and/or Alert issuance time. 
Furthermore, if a police officer is near the scene of an abduction, the odds of it happening (due the officers’ 
presence acting as a natural deterrent) are arguably drastically lower than they would be if the officer was 
not present at the scene.	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Lockwood abducted his two children, Sarah and Patrick Nguyen age 10 and 8, 
respectively, from a foster home in Braintree, Massachusetts (Ballou & Ellement, 2013). 
Acting on the presumption that Lockwood posed a threat to his children, authorities 
issued an AMBER Alert for the trio, who were soon spotted by a truck driver on a local 
interstate; the driver immediately contacted the Massachusetts Highway Patrol, and 
followed the vehicle until they got off the interstate to stop at a 7-Eleven (Ballou & 
Ellement, 2013). A short time later, state police captured the suspect as he was leaving 
the restroom (Ballou & Ellement, 2013). 
 Braintree police even went so far as to say on the record that before they issued 
the Alert for Sarah and Patrick, they made sure Jon T. Lockwood posed a threat to his 
children (Ballou & Ellement, 2013). The facts, however, strongly challenge a 
presumption of threat in this case: 
 Connecticut State Police spokesman Lieutenant Paul Vance said there were signs 
 inside the car tht (sic) Lockwood had planned for a long journey. “There were 
 foodstuffs, sleeping bags, and pillows, which was indicative of long drive or 
 trip,” said Vance, adding that that (sic) Lockwood was taken into custody 
 without incident and had no weapons with him. Vance said the children were in 
 “fine shape” and were returned to the Massachusetts State Police Monday  night. 
 “The Amber Alert worked,” Vance said. (Ballou & Ellement, 2013) 
 
Notable about this particular case is the total lack of explanation as to why Lockwood 
was considered a danger to his children, other than his “non-custodial” status. As the 
article clearly states, he had adequate supplies for his children and possessed no weapons 
when he was arrested, and yet police still credit the AMBER program with another 
“success.” Because law enforcement officials ballyhooed the “success” of the AMBER 
Alert in a situation that very arguably did not merit one, the public’s possible 
unquestioning support of the program is likely reaffirmed. 
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 Third, and oppositely, due to the extremely emotional context of child abductions, 
the decision of whether or not to issue an Alert is often made precipitously (Griffin & 
Weicko, in press). Therefore, the stress put on law enforcement officials to issue an Alert 
regardless of the case facts could unintentionally result in “AMBER fatigue,” meaning 
the public’s inclination to help locate missing children and their abductors becomes 
tenuous (Griffin et al., 2007; Hargrove, 2005). A recent news story out of Seattle 
exemplifies the situation, as local police are worried about delays in the system which 
bombard cell phone owners with AMBER Alerts long after the child has already been 
rescued (Humbert, 2015). This potential “annoyance” has led to speculation that many 
cell phone owners are turning off their notifications for AMBER Alerts entirely 
(Humbert, 2015). If “AMBER fatigue” persists in this manner, potentially life-saving tips 
to the police might never be made. 
There is also growing concern regarding the amount of faith the public might be 
investing in the AMBER program (Sicafuse & Miller, 2012). That is, ostensibly due to 
highly publicized reporting of AMBER “successes” (which typically involve non-life 
threatening familial abductions), the public might believe that an Alert will save children 
from the clutches of a predatory stranger when all available evidence points to the 
contrary (Griffin, 2010; Sicafuse & Miller, 2012). While there are currently no opinion 
polls directly measuring popular views of the system’s efficacy, it is quite possible that 
the publics’ faith in the program is as pervasive as it is potentially misguided. Sicafuse 
and Miller (2010) contend that several psychological processes help maintain public 
support for the AMBER Alert program, including various “heuristics,” or “mental 
shortcuts,” which take the place of critical examination of received information. These 
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powerful cognitive devices can substitute strong feelings for facts in an individual’s 
mind, reinforcing preconceived biases, including the presumed effectiveness of a 
particular crime control policy (Sicafuse & Miller, 2010). Even more disturbing is the (to 
date unconfirmed) possibility that the scrutiny caused by an AMBER Alert might actually 
motivate a stranger to kill the child to avoid capture or consummate the considered crime 
prior to an Alert being issued—or even because of its issuance, a possibility previously 
identified as a “precipitation effect” (Griffin, 2010; Miller et al., 2008). This further begs 
the question of why the program remains in operation, or is at least not the subject of 
reasonable and sober scrutiny (Griffin & Weicko, in press).  
To summarize, it would appear that little if anything can be done to prevent the 
death of a child abducted by a truly menacing perpetrator, which means AMBER Alert 
fails to address the very problem it was designed to solve. Quite worse, the program 
presents a number of potential foils to effective law enforcement, such as the 
aforementioned possibility of a “precipitation effect,” the misuse of police resources 
owing to superfluous tips, and the potential advantage given to abductors when 
authorities publicize their knowledge of the ongoing investigation (Griffin & Weicko, in 
press).  
Symbolic Crime Control and Child Protection 
Crime control policy, like other social policies, is arguably a microcosm of the 
primary functions of the state: to create and maintain order through highly visible 
legitimizing actions (Berberoglu, 2007). One of the many ways the state retains power is 
its monopolization of the legislative and judicial processes, and yet there are instances 
when the people’s faith in their government wanes, owing to scandal, political 
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malfeasance, arguably illegal and immoral wars, and other nefarious activities 
(Berberoglu, 2007). When the legitimacy of the state is questioned, such as when an 
outraged public demands immediate action to address a perceived social ill, rash decision 
making is often substituted for long-term analysis and logical problem solving 
(Berberoglu, 2007; Tonry, 2004; see generally Griffin & Miller, 2008). In the realm of 
criminal justice specifically, the government is driven to make it appear “something” is 
being done to address problems of dubious solvability―a phenomenon labeled “Crime 
Control Theater” (Hammond et al., 2010; Griffin & Miller, 2008). Crime Control Theater 
has been defined as, “a public response or set of responses to crime which generate the 
appearance, but not the fact, of crime control” (Griffin & Miller, 2008, p.160). 
Crime Control Theater becomes an accessible way for the state to symbolically 
address social problems, such as stereotypical child abductions3, which by their very 
nature deviate from the normal range of crime (Hanfland, Keppel, & Weis, 1997). 
Regardless of the degree of brutality or senselessness, some crimes are so rare that most 
criminological theories and practices aren’t equipped to handle them efficiently, and thus 
it is possible that only theatrical solutions to such “Black Swan” crimes are attainable 
(Griffin, 2010; see generally Griffin & Stitt, 2010).4  
Particularly horrific child abductions and child abduction-murders would certainly 
seem to exemplify this. Experts estimate there are at most 115 “stereotypical” child 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3	  “A stereotypical kidnapping occurs when a stranger or slight acquaintance transports a child 50 miles or 
more from home and either kills the child, holds the child for ransom, or intends to keep the child 
permanently” (Child Find of America, 2015, p. 1).	  
4 “Unlike	  more	  commonplace	  offenses,	  rare	  and	  intensely	  disturbing	  crimes	  against	  children	  are	  better	  
viewed	  as	  improbable	  ‘Black	  Swans’	  stemming	  from	  random,	  unpredictable	  events	  that	  defy	  systemic	  
response”	  (Griffin	  &	  Stitt,	  2010,	  p.	  58).	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abductions annually in the United States (Gardner, 2008; Sedlak, Finkelhor, Hammer, & 
Schultz , 2002), but even this estimate might be high, as it includes abductions involving 
acquaintances, ransom demands, and other categories besides stranger abductions. In any 
case, this number must be compared against the actual number of children living in the 
United States, which is roughly 70 million (Gardner, 2008). When the numbers are 
tabulated, this represents a risk to any single minor in the United States of 0.00016% or 1 
in 608,696 thousand (Gardner, 2008). Risk levels that are nearly non-existent are what 
risk analysts call de minimis (Gardner, 2008). In fact, children are much more likely to 
drown in a swimming pool or die in a car accident than to be abducted by a stranger in 
this country (Gardner, 2008). And accidents pale in comparison to the intentional harms 
perpetrated against children: 67% of all child murders are committed by family members 
in the United States (Glassner, 1999; Hanfland, Keppel & Weis, 1997).5  
If the AMBER Alert program is indeed being misused (i.e., familial abductions), 
and if it routinely fails in the very situations it was designed to address (i.e., stereotypical 
child abductions), then one must wonder how the program continues to offer the public 
reassurances which do not coincide with the reality of the program’s effectiveness. Thus, 
it is necessary to examine the messages sent to the American public about AMBER Alert 
to see if those messages are consistent with the empirical realities of the program. This 
paper represents an attempt to overcome the present gap in available research by 
providing an examination of the language used by official sources (AMBER Alert federal 
and state administrators) in their portrayals of the AMBER Alert program across state 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5 A NISMART (National Incidence Studies of Missing, Abducted, Runaway and Thrownaway Children) 
study from 2002 claims that “…those who experienced stereotypical kidnappings are such a small part of 
the overall category that they barely influence the aggregate patterns” (p.1).	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websites. Given the undeniable facts surrounding stereotypical child abductions, a 
question is begged: why is so much time and energy spent on what could be considered a 
statistical anomaly when a litany of real threats to children’s safety and wellbeing are 
consistently ignored? 
The Functionality of AMBER Alert Websites 
 As previously mentioned, in 2002 the National AMBER Alert coordinator 
position was established (USDOJ, n.d.). “The National AMBER Alert coordinator is 
responsible for assisting state and local officials with developing and enhancing AMBER 
plans, and promoting statewide and regional coordination among plans” (USDOJ, n.d.). 
In essence, this position is responsible for performing a variety of tasks related to the 
AMBER Alert program, including facilitating development of the AMBER Alert network 
(USDOJ, n.d.). Ostensibly included in this last task is oversight of state AMBER Alert 
websites; if it can be assumed that this coordinator is responsible for maintaining the 
central federal website (amberalert.gov), then perhaps the remaining 50 websites were 
purposefully modeled after this one in order to advance a uniform approach for 
disseminating AMBER Alerts and related information to the public. Since 
communication is the key aspect of the AMBER Alert program, one might also 
reasonably believe that the creation of the National coordinator’s position represents an 
acknowledgment by the government of the need to sustain both the interest and 
participation of the American people through increased transparency. 
 Having a set of interrelated websites for all 50 states offers other advantages as 
well. For example, by using a systematic, uniform approach to website design, the 
government can ensure that American citizens consistently receive the exact same 
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information in such a way as to convey the importance or urgency of a specific message; 
this process virtually guarantees that the majority of Americans with internet access will 
remain informed about the myriad systems and programs the government employs on a 
daily basis. Since the AMBER system relies extensively on citizen participation in the 
quest to return abducted children, maintaining proper lines of communication through 
AMBER Alert websites is critical. Thus, it stands to reason that individual states’ 
AMBER websites represent one of the most important ways the government is able to 
both inform the American people about current child abductions and influence their 
decision to participate in the recovery of abducted children. And, because the AMBER 
Alert system is national in scope, the main federal website, amberalert.gov, can arguably 
be seen as the template from which most state websites were modeled after. Stemming 
from the U.S. Department of Justice’s Office of Justice Programs, this website offers 
numerous links and services, including statistics, fact sheets, government contact 
numbers, press releases, publications, and even training tools, just to name a few 
(USDOJ, n.d.). A recent addition to the website now provides links to nearly all 50 state 
AMBER websites, potentially indicating an increased effort to ensure American citizens 
can find the AMBER-related information they’re searching for (USDOJ, n.d.). 
 While undeniably a separate entity from the wide spectrum of media itself, the 
United States government represents an incredibly large purveyor of information 
(Eschenfelder et al., 1997). One of the many ways the government continues to 
disseminate information is through a litany of different websites, ranging from the rather 
innocuous census bureau to the F.B.I.’s notorious “most wanted” list and everything in 
between. Thus, just as American citizens expect honest reporting and fidelity from their 
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media sources, so too do they expect ethically and morally sound information from their 
government.  
 Numerous studies have shown that most people gain their knowledge of events 
 from the media, and therefore the selection and shaping of news by the media is a 
 critical element informing and modeling public opinion on most topics, including 
 criminal justice. (Banks, 2013, p. 244) 
It certainly stands to reason that many citizens, perhaps hearing only the tail-end of an 
AMBER Alert on television or the radio, will look to their state’s AMBER Alert website 
for more information to help them assist in the recovery of an abducted child. However, 
as will be presented shortly, the amount of content on state AMBER Alert websites is 
markedly varied. This initial discovery prompted further examination, and eventually led 
to the coding of seven distinct themes and phrases which guided the present research. 
Research Questions 
The discussion above suggests a few general, exploratory research questions: 
 RQ1: What information is contained on state AMBER Alert websites? 
 RQ2: What is the nature of official portrayals of the AMBER Alert system 
contained within state websites? 
Method 
The data source for this study comes from a content analysis of state and federal 
AMBER Alert websites. From the period of roughly October 2013 until May 2014, the 
thesis author documented and coded the contents of each of the 50 states’ AMBER Alert 
websites. The author looked for patterns in the language used by these various websites, 
and organized them into observable common themes.  
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The state AMBER Alert websites, presumably designed to both engage and 
inform the public, were often laid out in similar ways, with the main page containing 
some kind of description of the program and its intended goals. Several important phrases 
were chosen from the main AMBER Alert website (amberalert.gov) as a guiding 
template to examine the messages, both explicit and implicit, presented to the public 
concerning the program’s goals, facilitation, and importance. The following mission 
statement from amberalert.gov provided some of the themes used in the coding process:  
The AMBER Alert™ Program is a voluntary partnership between law-
 enforcement agencies, broadcasters, transportation agencies, and the wireless 
 industry, to activate an urgent bulletin in the most serious child-abduction cases. 
 The goal of an AMBER Alert is to instantly galvanize the entire community to 
 assist in the search for and the safe recovery of the child. (USDOJ, n.d.) 
 
Results & Discussion 
 After reviewing all 50 state websites, the author divided the data into seven 
distinct categories of information portrayed on the respective websites, coding whether or 
not particular states exhibited those specific categories (See Table 1). These common 
themes include: the explicit federal criteria for issuing an Alert (N=45)6, a banner or link 
to existing Alerts in the respective state (N=25), the story of Amber Hagerman (N=35), 
use of the phrase “voluntary partnership” (N=23), use of the phrase “instantly galvanize” 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6 These are:  
• Law enforcement must confirm that an abduction has taken place 
• The child is at risk of serious injury or death 
• There is sufficient descriptive information of child, captor or captor's vehicle to 
issue an Alert 
• The child must be 17 years old or younger 
• It is recommended that immediate entry of AMBER Alert data be entered into the 
FBI's National Crime Information Center. Text information describing the 
circumstances surrounding the abduction of the child should be entered, and the 
case flagged as Child Abduction (USDOJ, n.d.).	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(N=16), use of the phrase “safe recovery/return of the child” (N=30), and the inclusion of 
various statistics related to the AMBER program (N=21).	  
	   The general content of these websites was fairly consistent across all 50 states: 
bullet points, bright images, and brief outlines of the purpose of the program. The themes 
were similarly organized: community empowerment, civic duty, and so forth. However,  
completely absent from all of the websites was any language cautioning against 
overoptimistic belief in AMBER Alerts’ effectiveness, yet advocates of the program 
routinely make overinflated claims about the life-saving abilities of AMBER Alert 
(USDOJ, n.d.). 
Table 1 
Category N, % 
Federal Criteria for Issuing an 
AMBER Alert 
N= 45 or 90% 
Link/Banner to Current Alerts N=25 or 50% 
The Story of Amber  N= 35 or 70% 
“Voluntary Partnership” N=23 or 46% 
“Safe Recovery/Return of the 
Child” 
N= 30 or 60% 
“Instantly Galvanize” N=16 or 32% 
Various AMBER Statistics N=21 or 42% 
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 The available website content by state presents a complex picture of the AMBER 
Alert program’s official portrayal to the public. Some states, notably Utah, North Dakota, 
and South Carolina, seemed content to “copy and paste” existing statements made by the 
federal government about the program. While this simple procedure seems innocuous, 
especially considering the well-intended nature of the program and its potential 
beneficiaries, a disconnect between rhetoric and reality is still apparent.  
Issuing Criteria 
To begin with, whether each website included the federal government’s official 
Alert issuing criteria was examined; many people are likely unaware of the criteria, so its 
presence on state websites is fundamental to the program’s functionality. Furthermore, 
the inclusion of the criteria might reflect a desire to inform the public of the limited 
intended scope of AMBER Alerts, as this might hint at officials’ desire to proactively 
head off criticism when missing child cases are not decreed appropriate for an AMBER 
Alert.  
 It was also interesting to discover that 10% of states (Connecticut, Delaware, 
Florida, Idaho and Kentucky) did not include the specific criteria set forth by the federal 
government for issuing an Alert, a particularly worrisome finding. If the system is to 
work as intended, then arguably these guidelines need to be made available to the public 
at every conceivable opportunity, the most obvious of which would be on each states’ 
official website. Not only does this promote transparency regarding law enforcement 
activities, but it could allow clarifying information about the program to be dispersed in 
such a way that the public can reasonably match their expectations to the official criteria. 
This could reduce the number of reported abductions not meeting eligibility 
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requirements. Of equal importance, if the issuing criteria are readily available, the general 
public could better understand why Alerts are not issued in particular cases. This could 
ameliorate some of the negative backlash toward law enforcement which often occurs in 
the wake of AMBER Alert failures or cases where there was no Alert for a murdered 
child (Griffin, 2010; Griffin & Weicko, in press). 
Link/Banner to Current Alerts 
 A common, but not always present, feature of state websites was a scrolling 
banner or a link to current AMBER Alerts active in the state. Since the program 
ostensibly depends on the participation of the American people to meet its’ stated 
objectives, these websites understandably focused on supplying the public with the 
information needed to successfully aid in the return of an abducted child. The presence, 
or lack thereof, of a hyperlink or scrolling banner on each of the 50 state websites was 
included in the criteria because public participation is putatively crucial to the functioning 
of the program.  
 It was quite surprising to find that 50% of state websites did not contain links to 
current AMBER Alerts issued in their respective states. One would think that as the 
official source for AMBER Alert information in any given state, these websites would 
include this helpful information which, by their own estimation, could potentially save a 
life. It must be noted that this omission was not simply due to a lack of current Alerts in 
the state, but rather a complete absence of links to Alerts in general; in most states, if 
there was not a current, ongoing Alert, the link or banner would say something like 
“There are no current Alerts at this time.”  
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 If the entire purpose of AMBER Alert websites is to arm the public with the 
information necessary to help recover an abducted child, the total absence of available 
links to Alerts on half of all AMBER websites undermines the system’s functionality. 
When the American people cannot find the information they need on their respective 
states’ website, these websites would seem to serve little purpose. In fact, given the 
precipitous nature of stereotypical child abductions, this serious omission could hinder 
the recovery process; if people cannot access vital information easily and quickly, they 
may simply give-up and move on to something else. On the other hand, forcing this 
information upon the general public may not be wise either. 7 This omission could also be 
seen as possibly reflecting officials’ privately held views that there is little to be gained 
from such links, and that the primary unstated purpose of these official websites is not so 
much effective prevention of child abduction as improving public relations. 
The Story of Amber Hagerman 
Each website was also examined for the presence of the story of the young victim, 
Amber Hagerman, who inspired the program. While absence of that story does not mean 
a website was by any means deficient, it was included in the list of seven themes because 
that crime ultimately establishes the program as a form of memorial crime legislation 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7 A fairly recent development in the system purports to make participation not-so-voluntary for 
American citizens if they happen to be in the overwhelming majority that own a cell phone. “As of January 
1, 2013, AMBER Alerts™ will now be automatically sent through the Wireless Emergency Alerts (WEA) 
program to millions of cell phone users. If you have a WEA-enabled phone, you are automatically enrolled 
for the three alerts: President, Imminent Threat and AMBER Alerts” (AMBER Alert, n.d.). In other words, 
the American public has arguably been co-opted into servitude, rather than asked to volunteer. Once again, 
it is important to recall that missing children were safely recovered before the AMBER program even 
existed; if it wasn’t necessary to force people to fulfill what could be called civic duty then, before the 
technological revolution fundamentally changed the ways we interact and communicate, it certainly isn’t 
necessary now. 
	  
	   18	  
(Surette, 2011). This serves to frame the story around the familiar “innocent 
victims/evildoers” dichotomy and potentially invests the American public with an 
obligation to participate (Kappeler & Potter, 2005, p.23).  
Fully 70% of states included a short biography on Amber Hagerman, the victim 
who inspired the program. It would be incorrect to assume all 50 websites needed to 
mention her, but considering that the AMBER Alert program is the epitome of memorial 
crime legislation, it was surprising to not find any mention of her in nearly 1/3 of all state 
websites. This might suggest an interesting possibility: Some state-level officials might 
be intentionally distancing AMBER Alert from Amber Hagerman because they’ve 
learned it does not work in those types of rare cases. 
Voluntary Partnership, Instantly Galvanize, & Safe Recovery of the Child 
Included as part of these seven themes, three specific phrases were culled from 
the main website for content analysis, including “Voluntary Partnership,” “Instantly 
Galvanize,” and “Safe Recovery of the Child.” These three were chosen from the above 
official mission statement to represent a uniform approach to examine official portrayals 
of the program, owing to the three separate yet intertwined imperatives contained therein. 
“Voluntary Partnership” suggests cooperation from both the public and law enforcement, 
perhaps with the intention of subtly instilling a sense of civic duty. “Instantly Galvanize” 
was chosen as it represents one of the two main goals of the AMBER Alert program: 
enlisting the American people as active participants in the fight against child abductions. 
The main goal of the program is quite obviously the “Safe Recovery of the Child,” 
making its inclusion in the list of objective phrases logical. In order to allow for the 
inconsistencies of language across websites, phrases markedly similar to the ones 
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outlined above were counted as fitting the same general category. For example: “Safe 
Return” was considered the same as “Safe Recovery,” and “Immediately Notify, Quickly 
Notify, and Effectively Notify” were coded as essentially the same as “Instantly 
Galvanize.”  
 A little less than half of all states’ official AMBER websites articulate the idea of 
a “voluntary partnership” (N=23), whereby the relationship between broadcasters, the 
emergency management system, and local law enforcement is made transparent. Lest the 
American people think various law enforcement agencies and broadcasters were co-opted 
into servitude, the specific language of “voluntary partnership” dispels that notion. At the 
same time, by stressing the idea of cooperation between government programs and 
private businesses as voluntary, this language suggests an obligation of the public to 
participate in the search and recovery of abducted children. Because the AMBER Alert 
system is backed by law supporting its implementation in all 50 states, the government 
could very well have demanded support and participation from the entities listed above 
(USDOJ, n.d.). However, by conveying the fact that these businesses and agencies have 
voluntarily provided their services, the invisible question becomes, “What are you 
personally going to do to help?” Yet this underlying imperative is unnecessary, as 
American citizens have always been relied upon to help recover missing children, even 
before the AMBER Alert program was established. 
 Few states (n=16) decided to emphasize the manner in which the program aims to 
“instantly galvanize” the entire community to action. It should be noted that, while the 
entire premise of AMBER Alert relies on active community participation, only 32% of all 
states include this language on their websites. Yet use of the word “galvanize” in and of 
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itself is fairly curious, as it means “to cause (people) to become so excited or concerned 
about an issue, idea, etc., that they want to do something about it” (Merriam Webster, 
n.d.). Once again, it would be illogical to assume that the AMBER Alert program itself is 
responsible for compelling action by American citizens, rather than the actual abducted 
child; the American populace, it can be argued, has never been apathetic toward missing 
children. 
 Only 60% of state websites had some type of language concerning the “safe 
return” of the abducted child. In general, the language present on these websites tended to 
emulate that of the federal government’s. While it is puzzling that not all states would 
include the phrase “safe recovery of the child,” or something similar, this could 
potentially indicate a “softening” of language by law enforcement officials in order to 
tone down the rhetoric being presented to the American public. This omission could be 
for a number of reasons, including the fact that stereotypical child abductions are 
extremely infrequent events, a concept that might be easier to comprehend at the state 
level.8 
 However, there could be a more ominous reason that 40% of states have not 
included this overly-optimistic phrasing on their websites: In rare cases―such as those 
discussed above―sometimes only the child’s corpse is recovered. The Department of 
Justice notes that 74% of children murdered by an unknown perpetrator are killed within 
three hours of their abduction (Sedlak et al., 2002). Perhaps some states decided to 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8 For example, Louisiana claims to have only issued 10 Alerts from October 2002 to January 2013 
(Louisiana State Police, n.d.), and Nevada claims to have issued 33 Alerts between March 2000 to February 
2012 (State of Nevada, 2014). As a comparison, 17 states (Hawaii, Kansas, Louisiana, Maine, 
Massachusetts, Mississippi, Montana, New Hampshire, North Dakota, Oklahoma, Oregon, Rhode Island, 
South Dakota, Vermont, and Wyoming ) did not issue an Alert for the entire year of 2011 (National Center 
for Missing and Exploited Children, 2012).	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approach the situation more truthfully by not including the “safe recovery” phrasing, 
opting for silent omission rather than giving a foothold to false hope. 
Various Statistics  
 Finally, whether each state decided to include any number of various statistics 
about the AMBER program was documented. Generally speaking, these statistics could 
be seen as verifying the validity of the program in such a way that mere rhetoric could 
not; more specifically, these statistics were often meant to convey how successful the 
program is, thereby bolstering public support for AMBER Alert in the process. These 
statistics, then, can be seen as lending to the legitimacy and credibility of the program in 
general. 
 Less than half of all state AMBER websites included various statistics related to 
the program (N=21). The statistics present on these websites were often unique to the 
states reporting them rather than the same set of statistics over and over again. An 
example is California’s AMBER Alert website, maintained by the California Highway 
Patrol, which contains specific statistics relative to that state. Currently, they note that 
between 2002 and 2014 California issued 224 Alerts, 46 of which involved a stranger 
abducting a child (California Highway Patrol, 2014). It stands to reason that these types 
of potential stereotypical abductions pose a significant threat to the abducted child, as the 
perpetrator is a stranger. Yet these types of kidnappings represent only 20% of the overall 
issued Alerts for the state of California for nearly 12 years (California Highway Patrol, 
2014). As unfortunate as it is to see the program used primarily for cases which often 
pose no significant threat to the child, this situation is fairly consistent with nationwide 
use of AMBER Alert. This stands in direct opposition to a recent statement made by the 
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National Center for Missing and Exploited Children, which claims, “Used only in the 
most serious child abduction cases, AMBER Alerts have helped rescue and safely return 
679 children through 2013” (NCMEC, 2013, p.15, emphasis added).  
 The most important point to iterate, however, is what the websites do not contain: 
any language directly cautioning against unrealistic expectations about AMBER Alert’s 
effectiveness. Nowhere was there any language cautioning against over-optimism 
regarding the system’s capacities to “save lives.” This is, of course, not surprising; the 
administrators of any crime control system cannot be expected to publically dwell on that 
system’s deficiencies. Nonetheless, even if these website portrayals possibly reflect some 
unspoken ambivalence on the part of public safety officials about overselling AMBER 
Alert, they are completely devoid of any explicit reservations over the system’s 
effectiveness. 
Summary of Findings 
 The findings from the websites paint a very somber picture. The AMBER Alert 
system is overwhelmingly (if at times vaguely) portrayed as a positive contributor to the 
recovery of abducted children. Crucially absent from this official discourse is any 
cautionary language regarding possible inherent limitations to the system’s 
effectiveness—in other words, the kind of language which would prevent a gullible 
public from investing too much faith in a system whose demonstrated empirical 
achievements are meager (Griffin, 2010). 
 The website data overwhelmingly suggest ambivalence towards the use of “life-
saving” language. This ironic situation begs important questions concerning the ability of 
the program to fulfill its stated goals. Regardless of the reason for this suspicious 
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omission, it appears that efforts were made to sanitize the message the public receives 
regarding AMBER Alert’s efficacy. 
 For example, a potentially telling instance of the official language used in some of 
these websites is found in Utah’s AMBER page, which presents a document entitled, 
“Knowing My 8 Rules for Safety,” written in bright pastels in a font meant to simulate a 
child’s handwriting (Utah Department of Public Safety, 2014). Obviously owing to one 
of America’s favorite boogeymen, the ubiquitous predatory stranger, this document is 
designed to be a kid-friendly warning against trusting individuals they do not know. The 
overall message is simple: trust only those people you already know, and above all else, 
trust mom and dad (Utah Department of Public Safety, 2014). Considering the fact that 
family members and close family friends or acquaintances are the far-and-away primary 
perpetrators of crimes against children, this facile manual for navigating the “real world” 
is arguably irresponsible. Fear, as the natural response to immediate or threatened danger, 
is healthy; however, using fear to promote a family-based agenda, especially one that so 
unscrupulously targets the unfamiliar “other,” is nothing more than an attempt to instill 
contemporary normative values through scare-tactics.  
 Although there is some room to see ambiguity, these websites clearly endorse the 
same ominous message: Children are at-risk from unknown, villainous strangers, and the 
AMBER program is necessary to counteract this category of crime. Unfortunately, the 
reality behind most child abductions does not support this overinflated and unjustifiable 
claim. Like too many important issues in American society, headlines likely inform 
opinion.  
	   24	  
 Nowhere in these websites was space granted to examine (let alone provide an 
official response to) the inherent dark truths inherent of stereotypical child abductions: 
they are extremely rare and extremely difficult to resolve positively (Griffin, 2010). No 
justification is provided for the utter lack of critical discussions, only a subtle, if at times 
vague, insistence that the program exists because it works. Crime Control Theater is, by 
its very nature, predicated on unquestioned promotion and acceptance (Hammond et al., 
2010). Thus, continued belief in the program is likely to occur simply because it is 
assumed the program works, tangible evidence naturally being replaced with (the 
implied) tautology that the program wouldn’t exist if it didn’t work. Even if it is granted 
that the available government websites could potentially represent arbitrary constructions 
by half-motivated and overworked volunteers, this total failure to impart caution serves to 
confirm many long-held suspicions about the program’s theatrical nature.  
 Once again returning to Utah, it appears as if some states have remained 
supportive of the AMBER program while simultaneously using relatively “soft” 
language: 
 AMBER Alert is only one tool that law enforcement can use to find abducted 
 children. AMBER Alerts should be reserved for those cases that meet the 
 AMBER criteria. Overuse of AMBER Alert could result in the public becoming 
 desensitized to Alerts when they are issued. (Utah Department of Public Safety, 
 2014, emphasis added) 
This type of phrasing could represent a potential shift in thinking about the program; the 
days of openly advocating for AMBER as a “silver bullet” against child abduction might 
finally be coming to an end. In fact, the website data possibly suggest some ambivalence 
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and reluctance on the part of public safety officials to overstate AMBER Alert’s “life 
saving” capabilities. 
 Indeed, a paradigm shift in terms of the language used in AMBER websites might 
in fact be happening as of the writing of this paper. One interesting example of (possibly 
subconscious and/or subliminal) concession to reality is seen in Louisiana’s AMBER 
Alert website. It is maintained by the State Police, and, according to their website, 
national figures from 2003 indicated a total of 652,104 missing children in the NCIC 
database (Louisiana State Police, n.d.). Of these, only 100-200 were non-familial 
abductions, and approximately 1 in 10,000 of the total number of missing children 
(652,104) were murdered (Louisiana State Police, n.d.). Quite surprisingly, the Louisiana 
State Police has arguably shown through factual evidence on their own website the futile 
nature of the entire premise of the AMBER Alert program. Stereotypical child 
abductions, like terrorist attacks, are inherently difficult to combat due to their extremely 
low frequency (Schneier, 2003). Still, there is nothing on the Louisiana website directly 
questioning the efficacy of the AMBER Alert system, perhaps indicating a reluctance to 
break with existing narratives. 
 Louisiana’s AMBER website might auger the possibility of critical thought to 
permeate rigid systems of bureaucracy in favor of an open and honest discourse with the 
public. More importantly, this emerging trend should be encouraged at every conceivable 
possibility, and researchers have an obligation to report all of the facts surrounding the 
AMBER Alert system, not just the ones that conform to preconceived assumptions of 
efficacy. When the program does indeed work, it should be lauded for its strengths, and 
conversely, when the program fails, critical examinations of what went wrong should be 
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made a priority, rather than obfuscation and vague implications of “lifesaving” effects. It 
is the sincere hope of the author that, regardless of the outcome, what’s best for the 
nation’s youth is always given top priority. 
Further Research 
 The most logical recommendation for future research would be polling the 
American public. Since the AMBER Alert program is predicated on public participation, 
which is heavily influenced by how people view the program, a nationwide poll asking 
specific questions about AMBER Alert would help fill the gaps in existing research; to 
date, no such research has been attempted. Focusing on public perceptions of the program 
could reveal how well informed Americans really are about AMBER Alert, and should 
shed light on inconsistencies or outright misinformation concerning the system’s ability 
to safely recover a child which might, or might not, exist. Regardless of whether the 
American public harbors ill feelings toward the program, perhaps considering it a 
nuisance or a waste of taxpayer money, or believe it to be a “smashing” success, these 
opinions should be made manifest. Determining the level of public support for the 
AMBER Alert program is quite important, as it likely influences degrees of participation. 
By focusing on these opinions, researchers could potentially present a much-needed, 
exhaustive description of whether indeed there exists an intellectual chasm between what 
the program purports to achieve and what it actually achieves in terms of saving 
children’s lives. 
Conclusion 
 When we hear of the untimely deaths of young girls like Amber Hagerman, the 
story is transformed from an unnecessary tragedy to an unwelcome portent of things to 
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come if the state doesn’t take action (Wanzo, 2008). These stories serve to bring the issue 
of scapegoated “others” to the doorstops of American families who desire to identify with 
the victim as they, too, yearn for and struggle to obtain a fairy-tale lifestyle of 
uninterrupted prosperity and uncompromising security. Because these stories carry so 
much emotional and political gravity, it is necessary to investigate the language they 
incorporate, particularly concerning which details are emphasized and which are ignored 
(Kappeler & Potter, 2005). It also calls for an examination of the language surrounding 
attempts to “address” these crimes. For example, according to the NCMEC, AMBER 
Alerts have led to the successful recovery of 745 children since the program’s inception 
in 1996 (2015). Yet how these “successes” are measured, or even whether or not an Alert 
should have been issued (due to the program’s highly rigorous criteria), are almost never 
discussed. It is possible the program has helped to save the lives of some unknowable 
number of children. But when the program fails to deliver, hard-hitting truths are 
nowhere to be found. 
 Part of the reason stories of missing children are so frightening is because the 
worst cases represent loss of innocence in unspeakably horrific ways. Children are 
perceived as quite susceptible to malicious forces intent on preying upon their weakness. 
Similar to the reaction of most Americans toward child-molesters, society has a difficult 
time making sense out of the senseless; sometimes it is much easier to swallow a fairytale 
than to look the perverse trappings of our own humanity square in the eye. We, as a 
society, have allowed the construction and perpetuation of the perfect, malevolent, 
symbolic assailant in order to avoid examining the myriad problems “hiding” in plain 
sight, such as crimes of violence and neglect against children committed by family 
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members. Instead of focusing time and energy on addressing the societal conditions 
which make these kinds of crime likely, we seem to be given over to “quick-fix” 
solutions that allow us to feel that someone, somewhere is doing something about it.  
 In order to make these official websites more effective, a few key elements must 
be addressed. First of all, every website needs to contain some sort of link to Alerts in the 
respective state; 90%, while a remarkable achievement, just isn’t enough. When 
children’s lives hang in the balance, as AMBER Alert officials routinely claim, then 
every single resource counts. Secondly, accurate reporting of AMBER Alert “successes” 
must be made a priority. It is doubtful that the program would receive such unwarranted 
praise and acceptance if the number of children saved from actually life-threatening 
situations were to be made manifest. Finally, the truth regarding real (rather than nearly 
non-existent) threats to children should be offered to the American people on these 
websites. Family members perpetrate crimes against children far more often than 
strangers, and yet programs like AMBER Alert continue to scapegoat unknown “others” 
into that very role (Glassner, 1999; Kappeler & Potter, 2005; Sedlak et al., 2002). If this 
stunted public discussion and its associated policy follies are to be addressed, it must 
begin with academic critiques of the language used in existing public discourse such as 
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